Hormone studies on ewes grazing an oestrogenic (Yarloop clover) pasture during the reproductive cycle.
The endocrine function of Merino and Corriedale ewes grazing an oestrogenic (Yarloop clover) pasture has been studied during the oestrous cycle, pregnancy and parturition, and the results compared with those from a study of similar ewes grazing a neighbouring grass pasture. Plasma progesterone, oestrogen and corticoids were measured using competitive protein binding assay procedures. During the oestrous cycle clearly anomalous patterns in hormone content were evident in ewes grazing Yarloop, and this related to their significantly poorer (P less than 0.001) fertility. The first mating, when ewes were 1-1/2 years of age, was particularly affected. Successful conception took place in only 27% of ewes mated on Yarloop, compared with 95% on grass. Evidence of disturbance in the normal patterns of both plasma oestrogen and progesterone was found in infertile ewes, including a shortened period of luteal function. Disturbance of endocrine function caused by Yarloop clover ingestion was also found in pregnant ewes, with the mean plasma progesterone concentrations during the latter half of pregnancy reduced (P less than 0.05) and the plasma oestrogen and corticoid levels tending to be higher in these animals. In detailed hormone studies in the periparturant period, both groups showed a similar fall in plasma progesterone and rise in plasma oestrogen prior to parturition. Where excessive time was taken for parturition (more than 30 min) this was reflected in higher plasma corticoid levels (P less than 0.05) within 8 h of birth.